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not qualify under this heading as they were dry but might, nonetheless, 
be regarded as “Dickensian” 

 
	



PREFACE 
 
 
 
When this undertaking was begun it was conceived of as a traditional 
exercise in “historical climatology” drawing upon James Losh’s excellent 
set of instrumental data – one of the best for its time – and according very 
much to the former research interests of the current author and set within 
the now compelling need to determine and understand past, as well as 
future, climates. But retirement brings unexpected opportunities and new 
perspectives on research, and it soon became all-too-apparent that Losh’s 
lengthy narrative descriptions of the weather and personal reflections on 
its nature and its consequences for the local population – not normally the 
domain of climate change scientists – offered a rich and evocative source 
of information, and no less informative for being in narrative rather than 
numerical form. The instrumental, which is to say numerical, data remain 
fundamental to this book, but the change of focus opened the undertaking 
to a wider review of Losh’s life and work and, indeed, serves to cast light 
on the social milieu, attitudes and life-style of those who formed part of 
the important reformist, even radical, group of early nineteenth century 
Britain. Earl Grey, Coleridge, Southey and the Wordsworths were part of 
his circle and Losh’s reformist philosophy pervades the pages of his 
weather diaries. This alone sets them apart from the many other similar 
documents of his, and indeed of other, ages. In this important sense these 
are more than weather diaries and are an expression of his life and political 
views refracted, perhaps uniquely, through the prism of the weather. His 
writings deserve wider attention. None of this current undertaking could 
however have been made possible without the legacy that James Losh has 
left in these for-too-long ignored diaries. He was a man of remarkable 
energy and unquestionable integrity who deserves wider recognition than 
he has perhaps been afforded. It is this author’s earnest hope that this book 
not only provides material of interest to its readers but serves also as an 
enduring memorial to one of Newcastle-upon-Tyne’s most admirable, if 
adopted, sons, more than able to take a place alongside others associated 
with that noble city such as Cuthbert Collingwood and Charles, Earl Grey.    
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
 
 

"It is commonly observed, that when two Englishmen meet, their first talk 
is of the weather; they are in haste to tell each other, what each must 
already know, that it is hot or cold, bright or cloudy, windy or calm." 
Samuel Johnson: Idler no.11 (June 24th, 1758) 

 
James Losh was born on June 10th 1763 at Woodside, near Carlisle, and 
died at Greta Bridge, Yorkshire on September 23rd 1833. He lived through 
times of great social and political change and, indeed was a participant in 
both, leading an active life as a reformer working alongside fellow 
northerners Charles, Second Earl Grey, and Henry Brougham, First Baron 
Brougham and Vaux, with contributions to such enterprises as the repeal 
of the Test and Corporation Acts, the abolition of the slave trade and the 
Reform Bill of 1832. He undertook all these diverse, yet politically 
consistent, roles in addition to his legal and industrial interests in a life that 
was remarkably demanding but clearly fulfilling though often, it seems, 
laced with financial anxieties and personal concerns. Yet, and for all these 
self-imposed demands on his time, he was involved – and this has hitherto 
escaped serious attention or acknowledgement – in producing one of the 
best sets of weather observations and commentaries from the early 
nineteenth century and one of the very few for the North East of England 
at that time.  

Although we today live in an age pre-occupied, and with some 
justification, with the complex political, economic and scientific debates 
surrounding climate change and global warming, the weather – that day-
to-day expression of climate – remains an intensely individual, almost 
introspective, matter. It determines what we wear, what we do, where we 
go and how, and indeed if, we get there. It is always a topic of 
conversation, an ice-breaker in awkward situations, and an oil in the social 
wheels. It is covered extensively in the various branches of the media, 
occasionally being promoted to the front pages when expressed in its most 
extreme form such as storms, droughts or floods.  This personal interest in 
the most inescapable part of our environment has existed for centuries if 
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not millennia and its chronicling enjoys a similarly lengthy history. Here 
in Britain we find the Oxford cleric William Merle (d. 1347) dutifully 
recording the weather as long ago as the fourteenth century. It was the start 
of a long tradition that continues to the present day and seems likely to 
persist, despite the virtues of satellite and automated observation systems, 
well into the future. The establishment of the Meteorological Office (then 
part of the Board of Trade) by Admiral Robert Fitzroy in 1854 did much to 
formalise and standardise the task of weather observing using instruments 
such as the thermometer and barometer, and that is the system with which 
we are most familiar today. But for many years previously gentleman 
scientists, medical men, clerics and naturalists had been no less assiduous 
in their collection of weather data and observations. An excellent review 
of these enterprises can be found in Gordon Manley’s Climate and the 
British Scene1. In many cases these enthusiasts corresponded with one 
another through agencies such as the Royal Society or local groups. 
Sometimes it was work conducted in splendid isolation driven only by 
personal interest, and it is to this long-standing and honourable tradition 
that the weather diaries of James Losh belong.  

The diaries that form the basis of this publication were written between 
1802 and 1833 and are now in the care of the Newcastle Literary and 
Philosophical Society, a body the development of which in its early years 
was partly James Losh’s responsibility. An impressive statue of him 
acknowledging his contributions can be seen on the stairs of that 
institution leading to the Reading Room (figure 1-1). Only one other, and 
very limited, example exists of his interest in chronicling the weather. 
Carlisle City Library possesses an early, somewhat experimental, weather 
diary of his begun in January 1787 and concluding – for no apparent 
reason other than a professed dissatisfaction with the accuracy of his 
thermometer – in May of that same year. In terms of content (temperature, 
air pressure, wind direction and general state of the weather) this early 
venture into weather observing seems to have acted as a proto-type for his 
later series.  Appendix A provides a transcription of this early undertaking 
but no further analysis of that document is here undertaken.  On the other 
hand, James Losh’s more well-known, though quite different, personal 
diaries, have been extensively studied and published in abridged form2. 
These diaries are a rich source of information on Losh’s reformist political                                                         
1 Manley, G. (1952) Climate and the British Scene, Collins. London. 
2 Hughes, E. (1956) The Diaries and Correspondence of James Losh. Vol. I. 1811 
– 1823. Surtees Society, Durham. Hughes, E. (1959) The Diaries and 
Correspondence of James Losh. Vol. II. 1824 – 1833. Letters to Charles 2nd Earl 
Grey and Henry Brougham. Surtees Society, Durham. 
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views and active social and family life.  The published transcriptions only 
rarely mention the weather and when they do it is not necessarily for 
anything notable in terms of severity or curiosity. However Hughes 
(transcriber of those volumes), when embarking on their transcription, 
made it clear that his undertaking had of necessity to be selective of the 37 
volumes, and he chose to overlook some of Losh’s social descriptions, 
lists of guests at dinner parties etc. and almost all of his meteorological 
comments, focusing instead on the more political aspects of his writings. 

The object of the current enterprise is not merely to recall the 
meteorological observations and accounts prepared by James Losh in his 
weather diaries but to set those records against a wider climatic picture, 
place them in the milieu of the age and of his social and intellectual circle, 
and gain some insight into the degree to which conditions were different 
some two centuries ago, and how they influenced, sometimes enhanced, 
often constrained, life in Losh’s adopted town of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. 
His diaries afford us ample opportunity for this enterprise because, whilst 
being notable for an extensive accumulation of daily instrumental and 
numerical weather observations over a 30-year period, they include also 
lengthy written accounts, sometimes daily but usually summarizing each 
month and year noting the extent to which the events he so carefully 
recorded exercised an influence on aspects of everyday life such as health 
and well-being, food prices and economic, especially agricultural, 
activities. These narrative accounts lose none of their interest and, indeed, 
none of their scientific value, for being more subjective in nature than their 
instrumental and numerical counterparts. They provide a fascinating 
personal, sometimes critical, but always informed, view of the weather and 
control it exercised on everyday life. The accounts are laced also with 
Losh’s views on such matters as the Corn Laws, food supply in general 
and public health: social themes to which he warmed as the years passed 
and which are often linked to the prevailing weather conditions. These 
reflections also take us back to the Newcastle-upon-Tyne of the early 
nineteenth century, to a different world and a different town before the 
combined efforts of speculator Richard Grainger and architect John 
Dobson turned it into the noble Georgian city we find today, and to a time 
when weather was of notable and immediate concern. This was an age 
before the mass transport of grain and foodstuffs from the New World, 
Australia and New Zealand and the local agrarian economy was 
immediately responsive to the vagaries and vicissitudes of the weather: a 
bad summer and poor harvest was ill fortune for all. Losh’s experience in 
this respect was far from uniformed or dispassionate. He was an 
enthusiastic gardener and interested landowner making abundant 
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references to the productivity of what he described as his “little farm” 
which was adjacent to his property in Jesmond. He makes frequent 
reference also to the health of his gardens and, more widely, to the 
agricultural fortunes of the region in general. His focus remains however 
resolutely on the land and whilst shipping, especially of coal, was of huge 
importance to Newcastle he rarely mentions the occasional tragic losses at 
sea or indeed storms in general.  

Thus far too little attention has been paid to these weather diaries.  The 
instrumental – particularly the thermometer – records have been used in 
part and only in conjunction with other sources to help produce a 
composite temperature series for North East England from the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries3 but never have they been used 
in any large-scale independent or comprehensive sense. His narrative 
accounts of the weather have attracted even less attention with one notable 
exception when a medical colleague in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Thomas 
Greenhow, wrote a report on the town’s cholera outbreak in 1831/324 in 
which he quotes at length from the Losh diaries (see also Appendix F) 
calling on them to set the meteorological scene for the horrors visited upon 
the town by that outbreak. In all other respects these diaries are a sadly 
neglected fund of information, insight and comment. 

James Losh: The Man 

Such was the range, the ambition and the success of James Losh’s life that 
it would be all-too-easy to devote this volume to an exercise in biography. 
This temptation must be resisted and the inquisitive reader is directed to 
those more embracing works already published such as the introduction to 
Hughes’ abridged transcriptions of his personal diaries 5  or Smith’s 
lengthier discourse 6 . Nevertheless it is valuable and appropriate to 
summarise his life in a few paragraphs and to set the scene for what 
follows.  
                                                         
3 Kenworthy, J.M.  (1985) The Durham University Observatory record and Gordon 
Manley’s work on a longer temperature series for north-east England. In 
M.J.Tooley and G.M. Sheail (eds.) The Climate Scene, George Allen and Unwin, 
London. 
4  Greenhow, T. M. (1832) Cholera as it recently appeared in the towns of 
Newcastle and Gateshead, Carey and Lee, Philadelphia. 
5 Ibid. 
6  Smith J. (1996)  James Losh; his ideas in relation to his circle and his time. 
 Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Newcastle upon Tyne 
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Figure 1-2 Woodside, at it appeared in Losh’s formative years. It remained the 
family home throughout his life and he returned often making frequent reference in 
his diaries to his visits and to the local weather 
 
      James Losh enjoyed an excellent education befitting the son of a 
country gentleman. He spent his early years at the family home in 
Woodside, near Carlisle, and he maintained links with the ancestral home 
throughout his life (figure 1-2).  He entered Trinity College, Cambridge in 
1782 emerging with his BA four years later. He was called to the Bar in 
1789 and also considered ordination, but his Unitarian views prevented 
him from following that pathway. He was intellectually and politically 
active through his life. He visited France not long after the Revolution 
where his striking and elegant appearance lent him the look of an 
aristocrat: he was saved from attentions of the sans-culottes only by the 
good, and fortuitous, offices of Jean-Paul Marat who was known to Losh 
from his time as a veterinary surgeon and political writer in Newcastle-
upon-Tyne7. Despite this unpleasant encounter his political interest was 
undiminished and he translated publications on the Revolution from 
French into English. He suffered however a breakdown in 1795 that left                                                         
7 James Losh kept remarkable company, and this is the Jean-Paul Marat who was a 
famed journalist and scientist, becoming a leading radical in the French 
Revolution. He moved to Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 1770 remaining there until 
1776 during which time he was awarded an honorary membership of the Literary 
and Philosophical Society for his political writings. He was infamously 
assassinated in his bath by Charlotte Cordey in 1793: an act that prompted the 
famous painting by Jacques-Louis David. 
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him vulnerable for the rest of his life. He recuperated in Bath where he 
made the acquaintance of Humphrey Davy; he similarly counted Southey, 
Coleridge and the Wordsworths amongst his circle of friends, and he even 
secures the occasional mention in Dorothy’s diary 8  when visiting the 
couple who were near-neighbours to the Losh family home in 
Cumberland.   

In 1798 he married Cecilia Baldwin, moving not long afterwards to the 
Grove in Jesmond beyond the then eastern limits of Newcastle-upon-Tyne 
where he remained until his death in 1833. Losh had worked as a barrister, 
later recorder, on the Northern Circuit, but also enjoyed family business 
interests in Newcastle through his brothers George and William in mining, 
brewing and chemicals. He also found time to take a leading role in the 
creation of the Newcastle to Carlisle railway. He remained politically 
passionate throughout his life, despite these various demands on his time, 
and was instrumental in Grey’s Reform movement and did much to 
promote schooling and education in the Tyneside area for those less 
privileged than himself.  Thoroughly Whig by political persuasion, he took 
a major role in the framing of the Reform Act of 1832 and the abolition of 
slavery and of the Test and Corporation Acts (as a Unitarian he had 
suffered under the imposition of the latter), all of which he lived to see 
come to parliamentary fruition. His vision was however more than purely 
local or indeed national and he expressed interest in, and support for, 
events abroad. His thoughts on the emergence of Haiti – preserved in his 
personal diary for April 1825 – as a new, independent state are typical: 

 
 “The recognition of the perfect independence of Hayti [sic] by France, 
tho’ done in a cunning and almost mysterious manner, is a great event. An 
independent and flourishing republic of negroes must rapidly tend to the 
destruction of the abominable system of slavery all through the world.” 
 
 He was, such sentiments notwithstanding and association with such 

political activists as William Godwin (husband of Mary Wollstonecraft 
and father of Mary Shelley), no radical or revolutionary in the sense of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and was inclined to the more measured reforming 
philosophy espoused by Edmund Burke. For example, whilst a powerful 
advocate for political reform, he remained sceptical of universal franchise 
and in a speech given on April 26th 1820 he said “…A period no doubt 
may arrive, when from the diffusion of knowledge and virtue Universal                                                         
8  Moorman, M. (1971) (ed.) The Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth, Oxford 
University Press, London. 
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Suffrage might safely be adopted, but I do not expect that it will do so in 
my time...”. 

As is evident from the weather diaries, he was methodical in his 
general approach to life and in 1807 wrote:  

 
“The following is the arrangement which I now resolve to adhere to in 
future and I hope that I may not deviate far from it…to rise at 7 and to 
breakfast at 9, leave home at 10 and set out from my chambers at 4, dine at 
5, drink tea at 7 and go to bed at 11…”  
 
Smith 9  observed of James Losh that he was “... a product of the 

Enlightenment: educated in the classics, a rationalist who had a veneration 
for information…”. This latter characteristic is given ample testimony 
when, after his death, and on March 3rd 1834, his library was sold off in a 
five-day event at Small’s saleroom in Newcastle-upon-Tyne.  The sale 
catalogue10  reflects Losh’s range and depth of chosen reading.  Local 
reports suggest that “...the like of which it had never been seen before…”. 

The Weather Diaries 

James Losh, whilst something of self-confessed but frustrated author, 
probably did not intend his private diaries to be published, and they were 
largely written for his own pleasure, and this lends them a pleasingly 
casual, almost conversational, style. The same, we must assume, was true 
of his weather diaries that share a similar engaging character. His personal 
diaries and correspondence, whilst suggesting, even explaining, a life-long 
interest in politics, are mute on the motives that prompted him to start his 
weather observations; an activity that persisted up until the time of his 
death. The record is remarkably complete. Very few days are missing, the 
most notable gap being during the period February 27th to April 17th 1802. 
Losh was then travelling in the south of England and his (weather) diary 
records “…On the 26th of February my Thermometer was broken and no 
further account of the weather was kept till my return from London...”. 
 

                                                        
9 Ibid. 
10  Reed and Archbold (1834) A catalogue of the very valuable and extensive 
miscellaneous library of the late James Losh Esq. Hodgson, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. 
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Figure 1-3 Front cover of the third volume of the James Losh weather diaries 
By kind permission of the Newcastle Literary & Philosophical Society 

 
These weather diaries are however copies of now-lost originals and it 

is impossible to be certain of the layout or style of those original items. 
The copies were commissioned by two of his sons, James and William. 
The Society’s Annual Report for 1842 records the event:  

 
“…[the] Committee cannot but particularize the copy of the valuable 
Meteorological Observations made during the period of 31 years by our 
lamented Vice-president, James Losh, Esq. His sons James Losh and W.S. 
Losh, Esqs., whilst they wished to preserve in the family their father’s 
original document, were, at the same time, anxious that so voluminous and 
careful a record of atmospheric changes for so long a period, should be 
made as extensively useful as possible, and therefore  had them copied, and 
having them bound in seven volumes, folio, presented them to the Library 
of this Society.” 
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Figures 1-4a and b A typical pair of pages from the James Losh weather diaries 
and for June/July 1816. All six volumes are set out in this fashion of instrumental 
data on the right-hand facing page, and narrative on the left. 
By kind permission of the Newcastle Literary & Philosophical Society 

 
These transcribed versions (figures 1.3, 1-4a and b) were prepared on 

printed, standard sheets. It is not known if the originals were similarly set 
out, and we may never be able to confirm the situation.  Certainly his early 
weather diary from 1787 was an altogether less-ordered presentation 
though it contains much the same observational material (see Appendix 
A), including temperature and air pressure readings, together with notes on 
wind direction, rainfall and the general state of the atmosphere.  But some 
15 years separate the latter from the former and uncertainty must continue 
to cloud this issue. Figures 1-5a and b are copies of pages from the 1787 
diary. One can only speculate that the now-lost original diaries from 1802 
onwards were similarly prepared. 

Six of the transcribed volumes cover Losh’s Jesmond observations, the 
first five of which are in the same, identical and easily-readable hand and, 
as far as can ever be ascertained in such situations, are free from error. The 
sixth, however, is written in another, far less clear, hand. There are not 
infrequent transcription errors with the instrumental observations when, 
for example, temperature and barometric readings are found transposed in 
the wrong columns. On occasion there are difficulties with the narrative 
transcriptions, mostly when words are obviously missing. Where this is 
the case attention is drawn to such omissions in this transcription and 
replacement suggestions offered but without any reassurance they are 
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correct. A curiosity that might be here noted is that this same hand made 
what appear to be entries in the other five volumes subsequent to their 
completion. On occasion these refer to events after Losh’s death in 1833. 
For example, an item in this hand for April 17th 1803 draws attention to 
the death of the traveller Henry Swinburne and, clearly, was not part of the 
Losh writing, as the following lines make clear with their reference to 
1841. 

 
“1803 (April) Died in the Island of Trinidad, Henry Swinburne Esq., the 
celebrated traveller, youngest son of the late Sir John, Bart. of Capheaton. 
Two volumes in Private Letters of this gentleman have been published in 
the year 1841” 
 
Losh makes reference to the Swinburne family in his personal diaries, 

but none specifically to Henry. Such peculiar contributions are, happily, 
few and almost all note the death of Society members or other noteworthy 
characters such as Cuthbert Collingwood. They are evidently not part of 
the original text and they are not here included. They cease entirely after 
1810. 
 

      
 

Figure 1-5a and b Copies from the 1787 weather diary. a) a typically scant left-
hand facing page with general, and only occasional, notes not always 
meteorological in nature, and b) a right-hand facing page for the period February 
15th to 19th  
By kind permission of Carlisle City Library and Archives. 
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The seventh volume is quite different and a curious collection of short-
period observations from various parts of the world. These include data 
submitted to Losh from Madeira and Jamaica with others of a more local 
or at least national character from elsewhere in Jesmond, from the Isle of 
Bute and Cheltenham.  This rather disparate collection of observations and 
letters seems to have put together after Losh’s death by William Turner, a 
close friend of Losh and himself a leading figure in the early years of the 
Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society. A list of these interesting, 
but sketchy, data can be found in Appendix H. The Jamaica set are 
however of particular interest, not for their (limited) scientific value but 
for their compiler, William Thain. William was the son of James Thain, 
who had been manager and co-owner of the Losh alkali works in Walker 
district of Newcastle-upon-Tyne and cited by Losh who used his weather 
data when his record sequence was disrupted by the loss of his 
thermometer in 1802. James Losh clearly had affection for the family, and 
his personal diary for June 16th 1818 describes him as “…an honest man 
and a man of honor [sic].” William first appears in Losh’s personal diaries 
for February 1st 1812. “William Thain left us after breakfast. This is a very 
promising young man and if he lives, will I have no doubt succeed in his 
arduous profession, the Army.” He subsequently enlisted in the 33rd West 
Riding Regiment and served at Waterloo, then in the West Indies before 
his regiment was sent on the ill-fated Anglo-Afghan War expedition in 
1839. He died on the notorious retreat from Kabul on 8th January 1842. He 
seems however to have kept some form of correspondence with James 
Losh, sending him those rainfall and temperature observations from 
Jamaica, some, if not all, of which are preserved in this volume. Their 
relationship must have been close as William Thain was one of the coffin-
bearers at Losh’s funeral. 

Such record-keeping enterprises as Losh engaged in were, let it be 
emphasised, far from unknown: he was simply better, more assiduous and 
methodical than most in the task. The National Meteorological Library and 
Archive in Exeter holds several contemporary diaries though few match 
those of James Losh for their comprehensive and detailed character.  
Nevertheless, observational networks recording to standard procedures as 
described in Meteorological Office’s Observer’s Handbook11 lay decades 
in the future.  But such organised systems of observation were not new: as 
early as 1667 Robert Hooke, first curator of the then recently-founded 
Royal Society had proposed “A method for a history of the weather” and                                                         
11 Meteorological Office (1952) Observer’s Handbook, HMSO, London (and later 
editions) 
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in 1723 James Jurin, also at the behest of the Royal Society, renewed the 
invitation for participants in such a network. These, and other, early 
enterprises, are reviewed in John Kington’s The Weather of the 1780s over 
Europe 12 . Though such systems were never long-lasting, by the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries scientists across Britain and 
indeed Europe maintained a healthy correspondence, though Losh seems – 
the above reflections on the seventh volume notwithstanding – not to have 
been much engaged in this activity although his diaries make frequent, but 
usually brief, reference to conditions elsewhere in Britain.  How far these 
references are based on correspondence or on information derived from 
newspapers or broadsheets cannot always be determined. That he enjoyed 
however some wider recognition for his meteorological endeavours is 
made clear from the entry in his diary for January 6th 1824: “We had a 
tolerable paper read (by Mr. Edmondston) on the subject of meteorology13, 
in which there was a high compliment paid to my journal of the 
weather….” There seems to have been, though no confirming record 
survives, some degree of correspondence between Losh and Edmondston. 
The latter’s publication of 182414 includes a review of the weather in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne during 1822 and how it may have influenced public 
health. He does not, regrettably, mention Losh by name, but indicates that 
the weather statistics he cites were gathered about one mile from the city 
(more-or-less the distance of Jesmond from the same) and those numbers 
are in broad accordance with those gathered by Losh at the same time. 
Losh’s interest, however, was not primarily medical although he makes 
frequent reference to outbreaks of disease and illness culminating the 
cholera epidemic of 1831/32 (see Appendix F).  He seems to have been 
motivated more by his enthusiasm for gardening and interests in 
agriculture.  

Although Losh counted Humphrey Davy amongst his colleagues the 
nearest we get to an indication, and a very remote one at that, of the 
latter’s possible scientific influence on Losh is in his diary for March 17th 
1802:  

 
“…..Davy lecture 1 hour. Heard and good and clear lecture from Davy on 
chemical effects of heat, light and electricity. Experiments on a concave 
metallic reflector showing that it will, when a crucible with charcoal is                                                         

12  Kington, J. (1988) The Weather of the 1780s over Europe. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. 
13 This is somewhat curious as the monthly report of the Society states that the 
lecture was on the subject of mineralogy! 
14 Edmondston, H. (1824) Hints on Hydrophobia. Blackworth, Edinburgh 
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placed so as to have the heat reflected, produce a great deal of heat at the 
focus.  This is shown by a thermometer (with ink).”  
 
He would also have been aware of the importance of science and 

technology from his industrial interests, but all this is a far cry from any 
clearly expressed commitment to the science of meteorology. It might be 
noted that his brother William also appears to have enjoyed a similar 
interest, and James’ diary entry for March 10th 1803 reads: 

 
“I have observed today (as indeed I have often done) that a Thermometer 
placed in the open air and in the same aspect at my brother William’s in 
Newcastle was nearly two degrees higher than mine. Again for March 17th 
1803 William’s thermometer at ½ past 3 read 51…”  
 

Regrettably, no more is known about William’s interest. 
In these senses Losh’s inspiration was probably less scientific – in 

contrast to many of his contemporary observers – and more agricultural 
and horticultural and laced, in typical Losh fashion, with a concern for the 
needs of the local population and the price and availability of basic 
foodstuffs: indeed his bitter observations on the Corn Laws (introduced in 
1815 by Lord Liverpool’s government) are a notably consistent intrusion 
of his political interests into his meteorological world. 

The James Losh Weather Data 

A typical pair of pages of the transcribed diaries have been shown in 
figures 1-4a and b. The instrumental data on the right-hand page are based 
on Losh’s usual round of observations made three times each day; this was 
usually 9AM, 2PM and 11PM (local time, as GMT had not then been 
established) but varied over the 30 years of record and could also differ 
occasionally depending, one supposes, on the circumstances of the day.  
Readings were sometimes made very late at night or in the small hours 
after midnight, though such instances are rare. At the conclusion of each 
month there is, on the opposite page to those observations, a written 
account of the month, and likewise at the end of every year. In the event of 
noteworthy daily happenings an account might appear attached to that 
day’s observations (an example can be seen in figure 1-6).  
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Figure 1-6 Single day account for February 11th 1816. This entry draws attention to 
the cold conditions of the time (see also Appendix E) 
By kind permission of the Newcastle Literary & Philosophical Society 

 
The daily record consists of – working across the row of a typical page 

(figure 1-4b) – the date and time, a general and brief description of the 
weather, then a single-term description of the current state of the 
atmosphere, followed by the wind direction (on an eight-point compass), 
the air temperature and air pressure.  It is not known if the wind direction 
observations were by reference to the magnetic compass or in respect of 
true north: the difference between the two – magnetic variation – was 
about 10 degrees at the time. Temperatures were recorded in degrees 
Fahrenheit and to the nearest whole degree and only rarely were fractional 
parts cited. Air pressure was recorded in inches and vulgar fractions of 
mercury.  
 

 
 

Figure 1-8 The rural setting of the Grove, Jesmond in the mid-nineteenth century 
With acknowledgements to the Ordnance Survey 
 

The situation and setting where the observations were made is 
important, this being the house and garden of his property in The Grove, 
Jesmond to where he moved in 1802. It should be noted in respect of 
location that in the early nineteenth century Jesmond lay beyond the limits 
of the town, and was surrounded by gardens and fields in what might be 
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described as an exposed rural setting (figures 1-7 and 1-8). Following 
James Losh’s death the property passed through various hands. The 
occupants included a ship owner (George Luckly) and a colliery owner 
(Henry Armstrong). William Bruce Reid, a local brewer, owned the 
property in the early 1900s. For several years before it was demolished in 
1927 it functioned as a boarding house for Newcastle Church High School. 
Few photographs (figure 1-9) survive of this house, said to have been 
modified in 1817 by no other than John Dobson. Today the area is 
swallowed up in suburban Newcastle-upon-Tyne.   

There is no doubt therefore that his temperature observations were free 
from the effects of the “urban heat island” that exercise some influence 
over many current weather stations. Those were however the days before 
the Stevenson Screen (designed to keep the thermometers in the shade and 
out of direct sunlight) or any of its precursors had been invented and, again 
although we cannot be certain, it seems probable that the thermometer was 
kept in the shade and by means of being hung on the north side of a wall 
or, more probably, of the house itself. This was typical of the time and the 
variation of the readings, between winter minima and summer maxima, do 
not suggest that, as was occasionally the case, the instrument was kept in 
an unheated room where temperatures would tend to be moderated by such 
an enclosed setting. 

 

 
 

Figure 1-9 The Grove, Jesmond, as it appeared in the early twentieth century 
By kind permission of Newcastle City Library 

 
Occasional but infrequent reference is made to temperatures recorded 

in direct sunlight, so Losh was clearly aware of the importance of shade 
readings for the reliability of his record, The barometer was however kept, 
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without prejudice to the data derived therefrom, in the house. This was 
normal practice then, as indeed it still is. Losh did not keep a rain-gauge, 
which was surprising given his interest in agricultural productivity, but he 
did dutifully record those days when rain or snow were seen to occur. 
 

date (all 1816) general description 
January 1st  delightful day 
February 29th gloomy and cold 
March 18th  very windy – showers of rain and hail 
April 30th  gloomy wet day 
June 17th  fine sunny morning 
July 12th  windy and pleasant 
August 21st  clear morning – bright sun 
September 22nd  gloomy and disagreeable day 
October 26th  hoar frost – fine morning 
 
Table 1-1 Various daily and general descriptions all of which, despite 
their variety, were followed by the specific description “fair” in the 
next column of the diary (see figure 1-10) 
 

 
 

Figure 1-10 A section of Losh’s diary for February 7th to 9th 1816 during a notably 
cold spell (see also Appendix E). The arrangement of a few descriptive words in 
the main central column followed by a single term in the next is standard through 
all six diaries. 
By kind permission of the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society 


